
 

 

Think Babies™ NC 
Request for Applications 
August 18, 2021 

 

Request for Applications: Infant-Toddler Child Care Landscape Study 
 
Purpose and Background:  
On behalf of the Think Babies™ NC Alliance, the NC Early Education Coalition is seeking applicants to conduct a 
statewide, 100 county study to assess whether there is an adequate supply of infant-toddler care to meet child, 
family and community needs, and the impact of COVID-19 on the supply of infant-toddler child care.  
 
Prior to COVID-19, the Center for American Progress documented that North Carolina was considered a “child 
care desert” when it comes to infant-toddler care (Understanding Infant and Toddler Child Care Deserts. Center 
for American Progress, 2018). This study revealed that only 18.7% of the infant-toddler population can be served 
in the existing supply of licensed infant-toddler programs.1 On average, more than five families with infants and 
toddlers are competing for every available licensed child care space. Quality infant-toddler care, defined as four-
or five-star licensed child care programs, can be even more scarce, even in those counties that do offer infant-
toddler care in existing child care programs. The NC Early Education Coalition worked with the Center for 
American Progress to analyze the availability of four and five star-child care programs serving infants and toddlers 
for all 100 counties, which is presented in Attachment A. 
 
COVID-19 disrupted the supply of child care programs for all age children, and programs are slowly returning to 
full enrollment as parents return to work and need and want child care services. In February 2021, 42,096 infants 
and toddlers in North Carolina were enrolled in centers, which compares to 64,532 enrolled in centers prior to 
the pandemic. 1,939 infants and toddlers in North Carolina were enrolled in family child care homes, which 
compares to 3,299 enrolled in homes prior to the pandemic.2 
 
With federal funding provided by Congress to address the COVID-19 crisis, North Carolina implemented a variety 
of special policies and initiatives to stabilize the supply of child care and support families in accessing services 
over the course of 2020 and 2021.3 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine trends over time comparing infant-toddler child care capacity at both the 
state and county level prior to COVID-19 and during COVID-19 at the time the study is conducted. The study 
should also assess the extent to which NC Division of Child Development and Early Education (DCDEE) COVID-19 
child care policies and financial resources have been helpful to child care programs in maintaining and expanding 
the supply of infant-toddler child care. In addition, the study should explore what types of financial, technical 
and other support is desired by child care programs to develop an adequate supply of infant-toddler child care 
to meet family needs in every county.  
 
For the purposes of this study, infant-toddler child care is defined as licensed child care programs, including both 
licensed family child care homes and child care centers and Early Head Start programs. Infants and toddler are 
defined as young children, birth up to age three.  
 
The study should consider other relevant studies, reports and special projects that relate to infant-toddler child 
care in North Carolina, and be willing to work with DCDEE, the Child Care Resource and Referral Council, the NC 
Partnership for Children, Child Care Services Association, and other key organizations to acquire the data and 
information necessary to complete this study. 
 



 

 

Key Questions 
Applicants should use the following questions as a general guide in developing the methodology for this study, 
but this list is not intended to be all-inclusive. 

• What is the current status of infant-toddler child care enrollment and desired capacity in child care 
centers and family child care homes, and Early Head Start by star-rating in every county? 

• How many infants and toddlers are receiving child care subsidy assistance in these child care programs? 

• Do current child care subsidy rates adversely impact the number of infants and toddlers child care 
programs are willing to serve? 

• How has the capacity and enrollment at infant-toddler child care programs changed over time and been 
impacted by COVID-19? 

• How does the supply of infant-toddler care compare between urban, suburban and rural counties? 

• Do child care programs have unlicensed space that they would be willing to convert to serve additional 
infants and toddlers or increase the quality of their programs? If so, what types of resources would child 
care programs need to be able to serve additional infant-toddler programs? 

• What is the estimated need for infant-toddler child care by county, and how was this determined?  

• How have the DCDEE COVID-19 federal child care assistance policies and funding impacted the ability of 
child care programs to serve infants and toddlers? 

• What DCDEE COVID-19 child care financial assistance policies have been most beneficial and what other 
types of financial assistance might be desired by child care programs to support their ability to maintain 
and expand infant-toddler child care, and particularly quality infant-toddler child care?  

• Are there promising practices, special projects or other strategies that local partnerships for children, 
child care resource and referral agencies, or other early childhood organizations are doing to support the 
development and expansion of infant-toddler child care in NC? 

 

Scope of Work  
• Conduct a study of the status on the availability of infant-toddler care in North Carolina that considers 

the following factors:  
o Age of children 
o Star-rating of licensed child care programs, both centers and family child care homes, serving 

infants and toddlers 
o Location of services by county 
o License capacity and desired capacity 
o Slots/spaces for infants and toddlers receiving child care subsidy assistance 
o Program enrollment by type of program, and auspices of the program, i.e. for profit, non-profit, 

franchise, church-based, etc. 

• Conduct a trend analysis pre-COVID, during COVID, and at the time of the study on infant-toddler 
enrollment by type of child care program, at the state and county level. 

• Evaluate whether there is an adequate supply of infant-toddler care to meet the predicted demand for 
services.  

• Assess whether child care programs have the interest and capacity to expand services and/or improve 
the quality of child care programs and what financial resources would they need to be able to do so if 
interested. 

• Survey programs serving infants and toddlers programs to assess the impact of DCDEE Child Care Relief 
policies on supporting programs in serving infants and toddlers and determine what types of supports 
are needed to continue to stabilize and expand infant-toddler child care services in the future. 

 
Deliverables: 

• Meet with study design team to review application and revise if needed prior to starting the work. 

• Prepare a report and Executive Summary on findings from the study, with state and county level tables 
and data. 

• Make a presentation to the Think Babies NC Alliance and other early childhood stakeholders on the study 
findings and recommendations. 

 



 

 

Study Funding:  
Total funding available for this study is approximately $75,000. 
 

Application Components: 
• Statement describing the Applicant’s organization and qualifications, including experience and expertise 

of key personnel on similar projects.  

• Detailed narrative describing the proposed study methodology for completing the scope of work, 
including a timeline. 

• Study costs estimate, including an overall budget with line items for major costs.  

 

Application Due Date: Applications must be submitted by September 17, 2021 
All applications must be sent by email to: 
Angela Burch, Project Manager, Think Babies™ NC Alliance, AngelaB@NCEarlyEducationCoalition.org 

 
Timeline:  
Deliverables must be received before or by March 30, 2022. 
Applicants will be asked to make a presentation to the Think Babies™ NC Alliance study review committee.  
Final decisions will be made by: September 30, 2021. 

 

Resources 
• County Infant-toddler Fact Sheets, NC Early Education Coalition and Child Care Services Association, 

2021. 

• Understanding Infant and Toddler Child Care Deserts. Center for American Progress, 2018 

• Who’s Caring for Our Babies?, Child Care Services Association, 2016. 

• Working in Early Care and Education: 2019 Child Care Workforce Study, Child Care Services Association 

• 2018 Child Care Market Rate Study Report, NC Division of Child Development and Early Education.  

• Child Care Challenges In The Face Of The Pandemic: A Survey Of North Carolina Child Care Providers. 

• Theresa Rodersheimer, Infant-toddler Policy Consultant, NC Division of Child Development and Early 
Education (data and surveys on infant-toddler care) 

 

For questions or more information, please contact: 
Angela Burch, Project Manager, Think Babies™ NC Alliance, AngelaB@NCEarlyEducationCoalition.org 

 
 
 
 

The Think Babies™ NC Alliance seeks to ensure that North Carolina’s youngest 
children, prenatal to age 3, benefit from effective and equitable public policies, 
programs, and funding so that all children have what they need to thrive: healthy 
beginnings, supported families, and quality early care and learning experiences. 

 
 
1 Jessen-Howard, S., Malik, R., Workman, S., & Hamm, K. (2018). Understanding Infant and Toddler Child Care Deserts. Center for 
American Progress. 
2 Infant-toddler Child Care Factsheets, Child Care Services Association, retried from https://ncearlyeducationcoalition.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/06/InfantToddlerCareSTATEWIDE2021April.pdf 
3 COVID-19 Child Care Payment Policies, NC Department of Health and Human Services, Division of Child Development and Early 
Education. Retrieved fromhttps://ncchildcare.ncdhhs.gov/Portals/0/documents/pdf/C/COVID-
19_Child_Care_Payment_Policies.pdf?ver=f0R-HXq4bGwjaE7aHWjF3Q%3d%3d 
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Expand Quality Infant Toddler Child Care Programs 

Introduction
North Carolina is considered a “child care desert” when it comes to quality infant toddler care. Overall 
only 18.7% of the infant-toddler population can be served in the existing supply of licensed infant-toddler 
programs.1 On average, more than five families with infants and toddlers are competing for every available 
licensed child care space. Quality infant toddler care can be even more scarce, even in those counties that 
do offer infant toddler care in existing child care programs. 

While finding quality care and learning opportunities for infants and toddlers is a struggle for all families, 
this shortage creates a crisis for working families who desperately need quality infant toddler care in order 
to maintain employment and financially support their families. Over 60% of parents of infants and toddlers 
are working and many rely on quality child care when they return to work, often within days or weeks of 
giving birth, because they lack family support or other options for caring for their babies.2  

North Carolina needs a state-level solution to address the acute shortage of quality infant toddler care 
which exists in almost every county in the state. Although model infant toddler care programs do exist in 
North Carolina, very few have the necessary resources to expand to meet the parent demand for quality 
infant toddler care.  The child care market alone cannot solve the shortage. Parent fees and child care 
subsidy rates are not sufficient for child care programs to expand to meet the demand for quality infant 
toddler care. 

Why Is This Important to Do Now? 
Working parents with babies want access to quality infant toddler care. 
In North Carolina, 67% of children under six live in households with all parents working.3 It’s important for 
working parents to know that they have a stable environment in which to leave their children while they 
continue to work and increase the financial stability of their families. When quality early care and learning 
isn’t available, parents must make tradeoffs. Some parents work fewer hours or leave the workforce 
altogether, risking their family’s economic security. Others rely on informal, unstable care arrangements 
that lack important quality components and safety standards that fully meet a child’s developmental 
needs.4  

Quality infant toddler care is critical to support healthy development for babies. 
A child’s brain grows more quickly during the first three years of life than at any other point. Young 
children, especially infants and toddlers, learn through the relationships they build with their parents and 
their nonparental early educators.  When babies are in infant toddler child care programs, these 
programs must be high quality with qualified early educators that have the education and skills to nurture 
these babies and ensure they have a strong foundation for healthy development and learning. 5  

ATTACHMENT A
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Child care deserts exist in every county and are even more extreme in rural areas. 
In North Carolina, there are 5.3 infants and toddlers 
for each licensed child care slot, well above the 
threshold for a child care desert.6 Almost all, 99 of 
1007, North Carolina counties qualify as child care 
deserts with more than three infants and toddlers 
for every available slot: 74 counties have five or 
more infants and toddlers per slot and over 90% of 
these 74 counties are rural Tier 1 and Tier 2 
counties.8 Ten counties have 10 or more infants and 
toddlers per slot, indicating extreme shortage. All 
ten counties with an extreme shortage of 
infant/toddler care are rural Tier 1 and Tier 2 
counties (See Figure 2).9 North Carolina does not 
maintain vacancy data at the state level, so available slots are measured by current enrollment. The actual 
availability may be slightly higher, but is still not adequate for the number of children in the state. 

Even in counties with programs serving infants and toddlers, quality infant care is scarce.   
Across the state, there are just 2,382 four- and five-star child care programs serving 44,179 infants and 
toddlers - which means there is space available for only one third of the 124,838 parents who may need 
or want licensed infant toddler care programs. Rural areas tend to have the least quality infant toddler 
care available. Two North Carolina counties—Hyde and Tyrell—have no four- or five-star programs serving 
infants and toddlers and 28 counties have five or fewer four- or five-star programs serving infants and 
toddlers. The vast majority of these counties are located in the rural counties in the northeast and 
westerns parts of the state. Together, these 30 counties serve only 981 infants and toddlers in high-quality 
programs, just 6% of their combined infant-toddler population (See Figures 1 and 2).1011  

Early Head Start programs, which tend to provide higher quality infant toddler care because of higher 
program standards including early educator qualifications, are also scarce in North Carolina.  Across the 
state there are just 37 Early Head Start programs12 serving only 5,429 infants and toddlers.13 

A state-level solution is required to increase the supply of quality infant-toddler care because the 
current child care market cannot fix the supply crisis. 
Quality child care programs are expensive because low staff/child ratios and small group sizes contribute 
to higher personnel costs. Infant care is expensive even though infant toddler teacher wages tend to be 
very low ---averaging $9.86 per hour.14  

The current child care market, which is funded by parent fees and/or child care subsidies to support child 
care program operations, cannot adjust to meet the demand. Child care programs are reluctant to charge 
parents more and cannot generate enough revenue from parent fees alone to cover the higher cost of 
delivering infant care, which is more than $9,500 annually.15   

When subsidy reimbursement rates are low, it creates serious financial hardship for providers. Not all 
child care programs are willing or able to serve parents receiving child care subsidies, because 
reimbursement rates often are below the real cost of care. For example, infant toddler subsidy 
reimbursement rates for a four-star program fall below $668/per child in 10 rural counties, and average  
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just $765 per month in 80 Tier 1 and Tier 2 counties.16 Child care subsidy funding is also extremely 
underfunded and without expansion of child care subsidy funding, there are simply few resources for child 
care programs to expand to serve greater numbers of infants and toddlers in low-income families.17 
 

• • • 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Four- and Five-Star Programs Serving Infants and Toddlers 

 

 
 

Source: DCDEE, 2018 & DPI, 2018 
    Map prepared by: NC Early Education Coalition
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Figure 2: Infant Toddler Child Care Programs in North Carolina 



 
  
 
 
 

 

Fact sheet developed by the NC Early Education Coalition.         January 2019 
For more information: 
Michele Rivest, Policy Director 
Michele.Rivest@NCEarlyEducationCoalition.org 

 
 

 
1 Jessen-Howard, S., Malik, R., Workman, S., & Hamm, K. (2018). Understanding Infant and Toddler Child Care Deserts. Center 
for American Progress. 
2 Center for the Study of Child Care Employment (CSCCE), University of California, Berkeley. (2018). Early Childhood Workforce 
Index 2018: North Carolina. 
3 NC KidsCount. (2017). Children Under Age 6 with All Available Parents in the Labor Force.  
4 Jessen-Howard et al, 2018. 
5 Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. (2010). The Science of Early Childhood Development (InBrief). 
6 Jessen-Howard et al, 2018 
7 Clay County, with an infant toddler population of only 186, is the only county that does not qualify as a desert.  
8 Tiers are designated by the North Carolina Department of Commerce based on each county’s economic well-being.  
9 Jessen-Howard et al, 2018 
10 Ibid. 
11 North Carolina Division of Child Development and Early Education (DCDEE). (2018). “Active Program Data.” 
12 National Head Start Association. (2017). North Carolina Head Start Profile.  
13 Head Start-State Collaboration Office. (2018). Data.  
14 CSCCE, 2018 
15 Economic Policy Institute. (2016). “The Cost of Child Care in North Carolina.” 
16 DCDEE. (2018). Market Rates-Centers: Effective October 2018. Data. 
17 For additional information see: Think Babies™ Leadership Team. (2019). Increase Child Care Subsidy Funding to Expand Access 
to High-Quality Infant and Toddler Care. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     
 

About Think BabiesTM NC: 
Think Babies™ NC seeks to advance policies that support the healthy development of North Carolina’s babies and 
toddlers. It is aligned with the NC Pathways to Grade-Level Reading initiative and the NC Early Childhood Action Plan. 
Think Babies™ NC is led by the NC Early Education Coalition with support from the NC Early Childhood Foundation and a 
Leadership Team of state and local organizations focused on advancing public awareness and policy solutions for infants, 
toddlers, and their families. 
 

                                                        




